This study explored the context of business relationships in the networking practices of South African businesses. The objective of this study was to investigate the networking practices of Gauteng businesses and specific perceptions and experiences of business owners and managers on their business networking objectives. A multi-method design was used, which included qualitative research (focus groups) and quantitative research (structured questionnaire). Perceptions recorded amongst the participants indicated that business relationships are built for referrals and strategic networking connections. Different forms of business networking and different motivations behind the building of business networks were identified, such as profit, access to resources and improved efficiency. Different characteristics in terms of business relationships were identified and different age groups, group 1 (44 years and younger) and group 2 (older than 45 years of age) indicated that they felt differently about the number of connections in a network. This article can contribute to the business practice of networking and the awareness of business owners and managers in terms of the importance and influence of networking in their specific business.
Introduction
Business networks are complex and dynamic, and are characterised by direct and indirect relationships. Human favouritism forms part of a business and therefore human relationships need to be maintained and constantly pursued (Ford, Gadde, Hakansson & Snehota, 2003: xi) . Business networking is a process that requires management with unique applications in different circumstances. Advantages of this include a wide and balanced relationship network basis, repeated transactions, results beyond the abilities of the single business, job creation and access to information and opportunities (Baker, 2000) .
Networking enhances management processes and relationships and provides a competitive advantage (Tullier, 2004:28) . The number of contributions is measured by means of the time saved, the additional revenue received and the estimation of the value of networking (De Man, 2004:2) . Networks can occur within a business or between businesses and combinations of these networks may differ in terms of the flow and/or sharing of products, services or resources and the relationships between the businesses (Grandori, 1999:92) .
Business networking therefore embodies the relationships between different businesses and the utilisation of these relationships to create and support a competitive advantage in business (Wickham, 2004:324) . Businesses are empowered through their relationship networks in that societies can be shaped, and the economies of countries can even be affected by these relationship connections through enhancing living standards and economic growth (Beck, 2000:2) . Networks put a business in the position to gain access to larger global markets, to benefit from economies of scale and to compete with the best large businesses across the world (Lipnack & Stamps, 1993:5) .
Even though there are many different networks, for instance information and technology networks, e-commerce, career and social networks, this study takes its vantage point from a business networking perspective. The definition of networking upon which this study is based relies on business relationships and approaches the network as a net or web of relationships that are interwoven, and the collective results of networking are greater than individual connections would have been. Researching the single components might lead to an oversimplification of the concept and therefore a holistic approach seems to be more appropriate.
The objective of this study was to investigate the advantages of networking for businesses in that the combined effort leads to results beyond the abilities of the single business, jobs can be created and local economies can experience growth (Lipnack & Stamps, 1993:5) . Business opportunities can be co-created (Giovagnoli & CarterMiller, 2000:151) , knowledge and relational support can be communicated and exchanged to add value and link the different role players successfully (Breiger, Carley & Pattison, 2003:368) .
The problem statement of this paper entails that the ability of the businesses to network within the economy is of great importance in determining business opportunities in the market and to contribute to the establishment or maintaining and overall sustaining of a competitive advantage. Simply put, what is the current state of networking practice amongst South African businesses?
Internal and external business networking
Global business network operations in essence utilise four networks, namely (1) internal relations and networks that are connected to the (2) dynamic networks of external businesses through (3) parallel and flexible linkages with a shared set of collective outcomes and supported by a (4) cost-efficient information technology infrastructure network (Desanctis & Fulk, 1999:71-72) . Businesses engage in networking relationships on different levels, for instance on industry level, on a group level and then within the business on their own level of connections (De Man, 2004:118-129) .
Business networking systems involve the tendency of businesses to move closer to its partners through mergers or by forming new alliances. By changing their own or a partner's position in the network, risks may be hedged and competitors may be disrupted, or constricted (De Man, 2004:118) . On the strategic business network level, the business might decide to approach its partner's partner to gain a competitive advantage, build a bridge in a network or fill open positions. Furthermore, weak ties can be strengthened, sub-networks can be created and the membership mix can be changed for a better distribution amongst competencies (De Man, 2004:123) .
Different relationships exist between businesses and this range from arm's length relationships with lower levels of trust and commitment, to strategic alliances and partnerships with higher levels of trust and commitment (Moberg & Speh, 2003:2) .
Subcontracting contributes to increased flexibility of a business' production function. The strategic networked business uses externalised production and outsourcing or subcontracting of proportions of different production phases or levels of development (Chell, 2001:38) . One of the most important disadvantages of choosing the wrong partner in outsourcing is the possible loss of control, which could occur due to the lack of clear boundaries when the activities become highly diversified (Ford, 1998:127) .
With an in-sourcing business structure, the business attempts to satisfy its own needs in terms of producing what it needs. Skeleton staff is assigned to the different functions and most divisions will perform multiple tasks internally and perform multiple roles (Hitt, Ireland, Camp & Sexton, 2002:9,106-123,255) . Internalising business operations is most likely to occur in highly competitive industries where information is highly classified and partnerships might take away a business's competitive advantage (Bridgewater & Egan, 2002:127) .
A virtual organisation which is developed for new segments and which aims to include new cooperation partners will typically involve distinguishing between the different approaches of the subcontracting (Chell, 2001:41) . According to the capitalist approach, businesses depend largely on networks, especially small businesses that depend strongly on the relationships that are part of their own individual and independent network (Chell, 2001:42) . Networked businesses form a boundary-less network of interconnected value activities managed with relational trust (Desanctis & Fulk, 1999:24) .
Political exchange relationships are a crucial business agreement and a business needs to adapt business-exchange relationships in strong political environments to find a mutually beneficial interdependency. This might take place by direct or indirect means with a view to gain influence and stature. The different scenarios of political exchange relationships and elements that a business should try to change into influential factors are summarised in Table 1 . Mistrust. Negotiation and convincing.
One-sided decisions. Source: Hadjikhani & Thilenius (2005:30) 
Strategic business networking
Strategic business networking is a crucial, dynamic and evolving part of a business (Boe & Youngs, 1989:1) . Business relationships basically consist of a 1: n ratio (one to many) relationships. It describes a relationship in which one business sets the rules and standards and the other has to accept or decline the offer (Österle, Fleisch & Alt, 2001:22) . Business networking is described as the process whereby time and money are invested in building, adapting, developing, relating, combining and understanding the contributions of different role-players (Holmen, Pedersen & Torvatn, 2005 :1244 .
Strategic business networks can include the links between the business and its customers, suppliers, bankers, regulations authorities, family and accountants, amongst others (Jones & Tilley, 2003:26) . Networks need to be managed as an organisational structure. This networking structure has definite distinguishing factors, as is the case for other organisational structures such as the cooperation and strategic alliance (Bridgewater & Egan, 2002:10) . The success of networking lies in the way in which the different levels of relationships webs are managed (Bridgewater & Egan, 2002:10) .
Business is conducted by people with people they favour and know (Boe, 1994:83) . A network needs to be treated in the same way as one would treat any other business aspect and management needs to be developed and improved constantly (Boe, 1994:149) . Each business will have its own unique application of networking because of its own relationship mixture (Bridgewater & Egan, 2002:33) . The strategic beneficial elements may be tangible or intangible and may include physical, financial, intellectual, technical and other human resources (Ford et al., 2003:18) .
A strategically chosen alliance refers to an instance where the relevant businesses enter into an agreement where they share power, resources, expertise, knowledge or technology to create a mutually beneficial situation (Muthusamy & White, 2006) . The needs of all the involved parties must be met (Thompson & Martin, 2005:580) . This form of business is not only found between businesses in the same field or industry, but also among businesses across industries that form strategically chosen divergent operations along value chains (Desanctis & Fulk, 1999:23) . Geographically businesses may also tend to group together in a sort of consortium or Japanese 'keiretsu' (family of businesses) where the involved businesses share and support one another where possible (Thompson & Martin, 2005:583) .
Strategic business network choices evolve around customer portfolios and the benefits are expected to be derived from the portfolios and the organisation of the business in order to achieve maximum effectiveness and efficiency (Ford, 1998:83) . It is often formed as part of a strategy to achieve global competitiveness (Muthusamy & White, 2006) . Therefore, knowledge embeddedness leads to synergy and more successful alliances (Nielsen, 2005 (Nielsen, :1195 .
Alliances can also be an organisational option where businesses share risks, profit, control, processes and mutual dependency, for instance when entering foreign markets or introducing innovation (Ernst & Bamford, 2005:133) . Sometimes being part of a stable and comfortable arrangement or alliance may lead to a position where new opportunities can be missed, and changing the arrangement or alliance may be much more complicated than to establish a new alliance or pursuing the opportunity by oneself (Ernst & Bamford, 2005:134) .
There are different reasons for the development of different strategic alliances. International strategic alliances are aimed at overcoming cultural and linguistic barriers, international tariffs, political risks, transportation costs, expropriation or to form alliances that assist in forming a stronger competitive position (Muthusamy & White, 2006) for the business as a whole (Thompson, Gamble & Strickland, 2006:134) . Businesses may also choose to be part of a variety of alliances and therefore tap into a variety of different resources at once (Thompson & Martin, 2005:584) and meet different objectives at once (Thompson & Martin, 2005:589) .
Different industries can also join in a strategic alliance where the aim is to create, but also enhance the competitiveness of the role-players in that specific situation. Different positions are therefore available, for instance strategic alliances between non-competing businesses, and between competing businesses. A balance of power, a clear indication of the boundaries of each role-player and a clearly agreed level of quality can be regarded as some of the prerequisites for establishing a successful alliance (McGee, Thomas & Wilson, 2005:395-398) . Templeton (2003:83) describes the system of networking as consisting of five elements resembling five strategic issues that influence the business network of De Man (2004:57) . When building a network, the focus should be on a network that supports one's own personal and professional needs and goals (Boe, 1994:153) . Table 2 illustrates the conceptualisations of networking.
Strategic issues in business relationship networks
The focus of a specific strategic network should not only be on establishing and maintaining strong relationships; weak or loose relationships are also important to the business (Gruszczynski, 2005) . Each relationship contributes large or small amounts of social capital to the relationship in terms of money, goods or services or knowledge of these specific elements (Garton, Haythornthwaite & Wellman, 1997) . Stronger relationships are more likely, however, to share resources, but weak connections share accessibility to more diverse types of resources (Garton et al., 1997) . Another description of network strength is to investigate the strength of the embeddedness or the strength of the connections between the different role-players in the network (Hadjikhani & Thilenius, 2005:32) . Relationships provide parameters for business activities, they allow management to change ideas and involve thinking and acting by multiple partners to add to the value of decisions and business activities (Ford, 1998:59) . Exploration or exploitation of a network entails the optimal utilisation of role-players in terms of productivity, efficiency, reducing costs, and improving existing resources such as information, technology, skill and expertise (Nielsen, 2005 (Nielsen, :1200 .
In the networked structure, highly specialised and competent individuals are linked through computers and other intelligent devices so that each can contribute their specialised tasks towards the successful completion of the large complex assignment (Larsson & Lundberg, 1998:86-87) . Innovation is cultivated and people tend to be more successful when they have a diverse network with people who drive towards progress (Petrusewicz, 2003) . The challenge lies in combining the different strengths of various role-players to create a favourable mix in the network (Singer, 2004:21) . Strategic business networking opportunities can be based on healthy referrals that are made possible by the creation of relationships with business professionals that offer other services to one's customers and, once this process is established, it could create win-win relationships that may lead to cross-referrals for future business (Ball, 2005:36) .
Businesses invest a considerable number of resources in the establishment, management and governance of these strategic partnering relationships. Therefore, they need to have closure on factors such as the extent of the loss of control, the uncertainty of future outcomes, the extent of each partner's demand of resources or the costs involved in deriving the desired benefits, the preclusion of each partner's boundaries and possessions, and the extent of confidentiality in terms of the exposure to one's partner's partners (Geműnden, Ritter, & Walter, 1997:92) .
Strategically coordinating relationships reduce transaction costs and provides the necessary support for the transfer of commercial intelligence and task-specific knowledge. These strategic relationships facilitate inter-business learning and the creation of internal knowledge, adapt technologies to the changes in the business and enable the participants in the relationship network to learn from the feedback received (Boyce, 2001:12) . Cooperation clusters offer support and cooperation in production, marketing, distribution and technological development. The critical mass and combinations of diverse skills may lead to competitive advantages for the businesses involved (Gruszczynski, 2005:3) . The business's relationship position in the network holds certain advantages; the relationships can open opportunities to other settings in which alternative experience can be gained (Ford, 1998:59) . The position of the role-player will determine his or her importance and this will be determined by the number of connections and the distance between the different connections (Morville, 2002) . Therefore, to determine a business's position is to determine its portfolio of relationships, links, resources and specific relationships that made business happen (Ford, 1998:49; Ford et al., 2003:7) . Businesses in the network will strive to establish a position of maximum influence in their networks and aspire towards the one that offers the greatest opportunities (Österle et al., 2001:21) .
Research design
The research design consisted of a multi-method approach which included a combination of qualitative (explorative) and quantitative (descriptive) methods (De Vos, 2005:357) . The qualitative research consisted of phenomenological research or an interpretive approach. Networking is multidimensional, and in order to gain access to the interweave relationships; a purposive sample was used to access the right people and to gain access to this interwoven range of friendships and connections.
Participants
After the first focus group a snowball sample was used to conduct a further four focus group discussions comprising of 41 business owners and managers from Gauteng, South Africa, and which were conducted from November 2005 to May 2006. Saturation of results was reached after three focus groups. A further two focus groups were held in an attempt to try to include more middle managers and more participants from the manufacturing sector. The participants are all representative of the business services (79,40%), manufacturing (8,82%) and retail businesses (11,76%) in the Gauteng area. The research was restricted to these three sectors, because of time and financial constraints and the common understanding that these sectors all rely on effective networking practices for business success. The focus group discussions provided rich and deep information leading to a deeper understanding of the phenomena and also guided the wording of the questionnaire.
Gauteng is regarded as the digital cluster of related businesses (Hunter, 2004) and has the highest economic contribution to the Gross Domestic Product with 38% of economic activity in 2002 happening in Gauteng (South African Government Information, 2003) . A networking expert was purposively identified and contacted, and he was then asked to invite between 8 and 12 other business owners and managers in his own network.
The networking experience is related to the amount of networking exposure that a person has had in his or her life. The characteristics of the participants are summarised in Table 3 .
Data-gathering and analysis
The focus group discussions were audio and video taped (visual) and afterwards transcribed and interpreted. The focus group results were analysed by making use of an open coding analysis and by identifying the main themes in terms of the perceptions and the main experiences of the participants. The results were verified by means of an independent transcriber and by member checking. The structured questionnaire resulted in a response of 35. The questionnaire provided information on the individual experience and was used to verify the focus group results. In this study, purposive and snowball samples were used; random samples were not used at any stage. In light of this, the procedure did not include the use of inferential statistics (in other words p-values), but effect sizes. Effect sizes were then used to indicate the differences between the means of the different groups by making use of Cohen's effect sizes (in other words d-values).
The calculation of the effect sizes is applicable to studies where the entire population or a census is made of a population. In this study it was difficult to target the entire Gauteng business population, and therefore the purposive sample forms a sub-population of the entire Gauteng business population. In this the results were interpreted by making use of the guidelines for effect sizes as calculated by:
1 2 x x d s − = (Ellis & Steyn, 2003:52) .
The effect size of the difference between current and ideal findings was then used to determine the practical significance of the differences. In the further analysis of the questionnaire findings the effect sizes were calculated by the statistical program SAS (SAS Institute Inc, 2005) .
The between-method triangulation of internal validity was used in this study to verify the results and to reach consensus between the researcher's findings and participants' findings. The results of the one method were also confirmed or validated by using another method (Holloway & Wheeler, 2002:17) .
Results
During the survey, respondents had a choice of 21 alternatives as motivation for their networking activities. Table 4 provides an overview of the responses.
This survey identified the most important reasons for networking as follows: a method whereby new business can be accessed (97, 14%) and information on new opportunities and/or additional strategic alliances in specific markets can be obtained (88, 57%). In addition, networking is utilised to share experiences and exchange ideas (85, 71%), to obtain access to new or additional marketing channels (85, 71%) and to find and develop alliances, associates and opportunities for collaboration (82, 86%). 
Perceptions of business relationships
Different main themes were identified in terms of the participants' perceptions regarding business relationships and networking. Table 5 provides the detail of the identified main and sub-themes with direct wording or quotes that support each of these findings.
Participants implied that strategic business networks are divided into internal and external networks. No distinction was made between the two forms in some discussions while a clear distinction was made in other discussions. The motivation behind strategic networking recorded during the focus group discussions is that a business can lose business if it does not make use of networking. The motivations behind strategic networking as recorded in this study are summarised in Table 6 ; and include access to opportunity, improved effectiveness (which generate profit -either in monetary terms or by other means).
There are different opinions regarding who should be consciously included -based on their contribution in terms of money, resources, knowledge or access to knowledge, support and efficiency. Participants were also asked to provide reasons for their conscious networking efforts. Most of the participants replied that they consciously drive their efforts towards successful networking to gain access to opportunities (94,29%), as well as to get business support (91,43%).
The strategic business relationships that are available in a specific industry or field can prompt businesses to use different business scenarios than those initially planned. In Table 7 , the different business relationship scenarios according to the respondents are indicated.
The strategic business scenario preferred by the majority of participants (80%) is that the motivation for their business to engage in networking activity is directly linked to personal benefit or higher profits. The most important element is that they will not drive this process if it will have a negative effect their existing networking relationships. A large percentage of participants (65, 71%) feel that their existing networking relationships are irreplaceable and therefore important to maintain.
Relationships seem to be valued very high by a large percentage (62,86%) of respondents while the remaining 37,14% reported that they value relationships highly in their business.
Characteristics that were recorded as being frequently experienced by respondents include simple ("once-off") exchanges, a large number of exchange relationships, the fact that few role-players engage and the fact that these exchanges are characterised by small and simple information exchanges. Characteristics that were highlighted as ideal characteristics in a business relationship include complex resource exchanges with only a few exchanges and high informational value. A medium effect size was recorded between the frequency of the ideal and current presence of business relationships that indicate that a medium relation is characterised by complex resource exchanges (d = 0,65) and high adaptation (d = 0,56). A large practical significance was indicated for the ideal and current frequency of exchanges that is accompanied by social exchanges (d = 0, 85). Throughout the focus group discussions, participants indicated that they value relationships but a large number indicated that they have no way of measuring the effect thereof on business. This question was aimed at determining the extent to which the measurement of the value of relationships is important in the business. Table 8 provides a summary of the findings on the current and ideal extent to which the value of relationships is measured in a business. Boe (1994:9) supports this by stating that personal and professional contacts are developed and nurtured to obtain referrals, advice, assistance, share information and to generate a level of energy that you cannot achieve on your own.
"The people will be happy to use a reference and you say well surely with a lot of work. Also how do you utilise so many different relationships for more business value than ever for happening anyway than just to sit in your office doing the normal." "Your reference with me has zero negative (feelings) associated with the fact that we haven't met or done business in the last 6/8/10 years, it's got, it's gone through a cycle that our paths have gone slightly different." "A referral for people and it serves to reward that kind of loyalty and the network actually keeps itself up naturally." To do business seems to be an important motivation for having a strategic business network. Strategic networking embodies connections that enable business transactions and the sharing of personal experiences and include social, professional, personal networks, and technical networking (Profnet, 2006) . A diverse mixture of members in a network provide access to diversified levels of power, influence and skills and this may lead to more value and respect for each other's unique contribution to enhance the trust in the network (Uzzi & Dunlap, 2005:3 It is evident from The differences between the opinions of the different age groups with regard to the characteristics of a strategic business relationship indicated that age is not relevant to this issue. Table 9 illustrates a very small difference in the answers with regard to business relationship characteristics. This illustrates the tendency that all the listed relationship scenarios and proposed characteristics are relevant, irrespective of the age of the person that engages in networking.
A medium effect was recorded in terms of the difference between the answers of the two age groups. The first difference that was recorded was in terms of participants' preference for a small number of role-players in the network. In response to this question, the two age groups indicated different preferences regarding the number of roleplayers involved in the network. This indicates that preferences in terms of a small number of role-players in a network could be related to the age of the participants. In response to the question as to whether participants prefer a large number of role-players in the network, all of them, irrespective of their age, indicated that they do not prefer a large number of role-players in the network (d = 0,02). Participants indicated that they do not expect a large amount of complex information exchange to take place in order for them to establish a networking relationship (d = 0, 26). (Cohen, 1988: 222-223) 
Discussion
The aim of this research was to determine the motivation behind networking activities, as well as the extent to which networking is currently practiced by the participants and, concomitantly, the extent to which they would want to practice it. This article therefore contributes towards the knowledge of business and especially strategic business relationship networking. The participants indicated that businesses that do not apply networking fail to draw from its high strategic advantage and may even lose business opportunities. According to the business owners and managers, they are motivated to engage in networking in order to realise a profit, gain access to information, opportunities, other resources or connections and to improve their own business's efficiency.
Therefore managers that do not network will not be exposed to new opportunities, ideas, solutions to problems and other resources that can be accessed through involvement with other people. Very few businesses can survive in isolation. To this end establishing strategic relationships is important to any business.
Whether business owners or managers consciously apply themselves to networking or whether they regard relationships highly or even very highly in their business environments, a way of measuring the networking performance in a business is crucial. Possible ways in which businesses can measure the effect of networking were identified as: to measure the amount of information that is accessed through the network, measuring the size of the network or the value of the participants, as well as measuring one's own significance in the network.
Business people of all ages need to realise that networking is a process, and even though all the phases in the process are not always equally important or complicated, each is directed at the individual's or business's actions. All these actions are ultimately directed at building a successful networking practice. This effective networking practice will include those managers who are competent to attract the right balance of connections, skills, ability, knowledge and opportunity. These interweaved relationships will also be included on different levels. Interestingly, the participants older than 45 years of age indicated that they prefer smaller groups in their networks.
Limitations
It is impossible to cover all the aspects of this issue in one single study. Therefore the study was limited to the following objectives: to provide insight into the business component of networking; to discuss and motivate the multi-method research approach to determine networking practices, to investigate the perceptions of Gauteng business owners and managers of networking practices and to support and validate the qualitative research by means of quantitative research.
Recommendations
Strategic business relationship networking is set to become more competitive in an ever-changing environment. Managers can develop strategic relationships and they should attempt to measure the value of networking in their business transactions. The value of networking should be measured actively in business processes. This can be achieved either by the return on investment in terms of the transactions realised, or by looking at other resources that could be accessed through the strategic relationships, for instance more profit, technologies, skilled workers, opportunities in the market or any other competitive advantage and a multiplying effect into other spheres of life.
Strategic managers should be informed about the importance of relationships in business (De Klerk, 2006:184-186) . A strategic manager should therefore prepare clear motivations for each activity in which one engages. These networking motivators should also then be communicated throughout the business -internally, and to all role-players concerned. The value of this article is lodged in the fact that this information can make management aware and assist them in developing or enhancing networking as a strategic business component, and therefore a strategic competitive advantage. Businesses have to position themselves to play a diverse and contributing role in the development of communities in terms of withdrawing material capital sources and employment from the communities.
Future research might include the investigation and analysis of different networks and amongst different role-players and the challenges that are faced in South Africa, including, high levels of diversity; and this can only be bridged by developing and establishing common relationship goals and rules. Common ethical values amongst an equal society may lead to interdependence and successful networking. One group of people should not be superior over another and trust should be earned amongst each other. This notion illustrates one of the networking elements, namely reciprocity.
